Human Rights Film Night – 22nd September 2011

Mentioned in an article in The Independent and enthusiastically tweeted about by various human rights organizations, Human Rights Film Night – an evening of short films organized by our group at the Tricycle Cinema – sold out the venue’s 300-seat cinema in advance.  

Planning for it took several months. In June, our programming committee started seeking nominations for short films linked to Amnesty’s campaigns. We finally selected six new films from around the world – films that we had found moving, powerful and thought-provoking in their highlighting of human rights abuses.

Among them was an international première – Hamedullah: the Road Home about a young Afghan refugee deported from the UK, narrated through his own haunting video diary – and The Accordion directed by Jafar Panahi, acclaimed worldwide for his feature films such as The Circle and Offside. Panahi is currently under house arrest, facing a 6-year jail sentence and a 20-year ban on making films imposed on him by the Iranian authorities; his film was screened in our programme in conjunction with an AI petition on his behalf.   
Everything ran unbelievably smoothly on the night. At an AI stall in the cinema foyer, our group volunteers handed out postcard actions and drew crowds of people to sign our petition for Panahi. Guests mingled at the drinks reception, held to celebrate the première of Hamedullah: the Road Home and generously arranged by the film’s director Sue Clayton together with actor and trainee human rights lawyer Christopher Parker (known for his role as Spencer Moon in Eastenders, amongst his other credits). 
Actor/comedian Lenny Henry introduced the screening, setting the tone perfectly by both relaxing the audience with his jokes and announcing the serious agenda. It was really wonderful to have Lenny as our introducer – and to engage in some impromptu banter with him on- and off-stage! 
Audience members were handed programme notes linking the films to AI campaigns.  After each film, the audience showed their appreciation with applause.  

In the Q&A afterwards our chair Geoff Andrew, leading film critic and Head of BFI Programming, was joined by some of the filmmakers: Sue Clayton (director of Hamedullah), Afarin Eghbal and Francesca Gardiner (director and screenwriter of Abuelas, an animated documentary about the disappearances in Argentina) and Tim Travers Hawkins (director of 1000 Voices, another powerful animation, featuring detained asylum seekers’ voice recordings).

The Q&A sparked a stimulating debate on personal and public denial about atrocities, UK policy on child asylum seekers, and the filmmakers’ choice to make films in order to take action and provoke others, likewise, to think and respond.  

The night was a great success – raising over £2,166 for Amnesty through box office profits and our AI stall. We collected 72 signatures for the petition for Panahi and increased awareness about Amnesty’s vital work. Many thanks to the Tricycle and to everyone involved! 
Shohini Chaudhuri, Human Rights Film Night Organizer 
